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Abstract

The American Psychological Association [APA], in the late 1940's, began work to establish a

code of ethics to include and address the needs of both scientific and applied members. Out of the

ethics work emerged a set of standards for evaluating psychological tests. Four categories (or

types) of validity were identified: content, predictive, concurrent, and construct. In subsequent

years, predictive and concurrent were combined into a single category labeled criterion validity.

The resulting three categories of validity, sometimes called the holy trinity, having survived nearly

40 years of use, are now entrenched concepts in test construction and evaluation. Current trends

in the conceptualization of test validity dismiss these three categories as separate entities, but old

habits die hard, as apparently do old ideas. The present paper reviews the emergence of validity

as a unitarian concept, and discusses current views with particular attention to consequential

validity.
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Emerging/Evolving Views of the

Meaning of Score Validity

After nearly 40 years of attempts to define validity, the definition remains elusive. Early

efforts to define validity, were fumbling attempts to make an abstract concept concrete.

Nevertheless, the early guidelines provided a foundation upon which the current structure of

validity is built. The present paper reviews the emergence of validity concepts and discusses

current views of a new addition to validity conceptualization, namely consequential validity.

During the 1930's the discipline of psychology was fraught with dissention and political

conflict. Psychologist practitioners were dissatisfied with their voice and representation in the

American Psychological Association [APA], which at that time was dominated by academicians,

and so formed their own Association for Applied Psychology.

Efforts to reunite the psychological community, beginning around 1943, ultimately

resulted in a reorganized APA whose clearly stated objective was to advance psychology as a

profession as well as a science (Benjamin, 1996). In order to solidify connections between the

two divisions, establishing a single code of ethics was a crucial first task. Within the code of

ethics, the focus upon testing adequacy was particularly challenging. Both camps wanted to

reduce the misuse of tests, but had no coherent guidelines for defining acceptable practices. It

took four years for a team of measurement specialists to produce the first set of guidelines

(Cronbach, 1989).

In 1954, APA produced the first set of specifications for psychological tests, Technical

Recommendations for Psychological Tests and Diagnostic Techniques (APA, 1954). This manual

identified four types of validity: content, predictive, concurrent, and construct. Each of these
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types of validity was proposed to answer different questions about how a test performs.

Content validity referred to how well the test items (or procedures) represent the universe

of items (or procedures) for the subject matter in question. Content validity attempted to answer

the question, "Are the test items truly representative of the pool of items that define the

construct?"

Predictive validity endeavored to forecast future outcomes based upon current

performance. This was accomplished through correlations between the current performance, and

some future outcome measure (or criterion). The question here was simply, "Based on a person's

performance on this test, what can we predict about his or her performance on X in the future?"

Concurrent validity proposed a closely related question, in that it related current

performance on the specified measure with performance on another measure (or criterion). The

question here was more clearly stated, "How well does performance on this test relate to

performance on another test or measure completed at roughly the same time?" The primary

procedure for evaluating concurrent validity was to administer both tests and measure the

correlation between them.

Construct validity was considered to be useful when one "wishes to infer the degree to

which the individual possesses some trait or quality... presumed to be reflected in the test

performance" (APA, 1954, p. 13). The evaluation of construct validity focuses upon the theory

that underlies the trait. The Technical Recommendations stated there were two steps in the

construct validation procedure. The first was to specify what predictions could be made based on

the construct theory regarding differences in scores. The second was to gather data to confirm

(or deny?) these predictions.
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Cronbach and Meehl (1955) further developed the concept of construct validity. They

explained that "it is naive to inquire 'Is the test valid?' One does not validate a test, but only a

principle for making inferences" (p. 297). Furthermore, as one moves further away from

objective, directly observable measures, one walks into the gray, misty area of theory. It is in this

theoretical area that construct validity is most crucial.

Cronbach and Meehl (1955) suggested that a 'nomological net' is necessary to direct the

research and evaluation of the theoretical construct about which the inferences are being made.

This net is, basically, the theory and includes extensive delineations of "laws" which are

supposed to support the researcher's assertions regarding the construct. Cronbach (1989)

acknowledged that in social sciences, this level of specification, or substantive proof, may be

impossible. Nevertheless, the need for theory-grounded evaluation of the construct has remained

an important component of construct validation.

The revised recommendations in the Standards for Educational and Psychological Test

and Manuals (APA, 1966) established what has been described as the trinitarian view of validity,

i.e., there are three overarching types of validity: content, criterion, and construct. Criterion

validity combined predictive and concurrent validity into one category.

The third edition of the Standards, produced in 1974, upheld the trinitarian view of

validity but changed from calling them "types" of validity to calling them "aspects" of validity,

thus indicating that the three are all related and part of a larger entity, whose makeup can only be

understood by examining its varying dimensions. Additionally, the questions to be answered

regarding validity were reduced to two: "a) what can be inferred about what is being measured by

the test? b) what can be inferred about other behavior?" (APA, 1974, p. 25).
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These seemingly minor alterations actually signalled fundamental changes in the ways in

which validity was conceptualized. No longer was validation an attempt to calibrate a test, but

now was seen as a ongoing process of evaluation of the test scores, and the interpretations that

can be made from them. Furthermore, the 1974 Standards stressed that validity is not a property

that can be directly measured, but rather is inferred from the three "aspects" of validity. Finally,

the Standards (1974) articulated the emerging contemporary conceptualization of validity by

stating, "These aspects of validity can be discussed independently, but only for convenience. They

are interrelated..." (p. 26). In 1980 Cronbach clarified the matter even further, noting that "All

validation is one, and in a sense all is construct validation" (p. 99).

The 'all for one and one for all' battle cry among contemporary measurement theorists is

appealing. This view clearly delineates the superordinate nature of construct validy and dictates

that all lines of validity evidence ultimately point to the construct (and expand the understanding

of that construct).

The 1985 version of the Standards (AERA/APA/NCME, 1985) attempted to underscore

the unity of validity by changing the holy trinity names from content, criterion, and construct

aspects of validity to content-, criterion-, and construct-related evidence. This attempt to

emphasize the relatedness of the three lines of evidence was poorly handled. The decision to

retain the familiar titles and move toward the unified view of validity only served to cloud the

centrality issue, allowing some to dismiss (or miss altogether) the changed meanings of these

validity concepts (Shepard, 1993). As Moss (1995) pointed out, "when construct validity is

viewed as the basis for all validity research, it makes little sense to use the same term as one

category of evidence" (p. 7). Many authors (e.g., Shepard, 1993; Messick, 1989a, 1989b) have
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argued for discarding the trinitarian titles and establishing a new system, but no single scheme for

evaluating validity has yet emerged to dominate our language and thinking.

Traditionally, construct validity (the evidence category) was an attempt to establish the

boundaries of the construct and to gain a clearer understanding of the mechanisms at work. This

could be accomplished through several means. Convergent and discriminant validity are two

sources (or perhaps two views of one source) of establishing the boundaries of what defines the

construct.

Convergent validity confirms what is known about the content of the construct through

correlations with other tests that purport to measure the same construct. Moderately positive

correlations yield evidence that the test measures approximately the same behavior or trait

(Anastasi, 1988). Discriminant validity confirms what is not the content of the construct through

correlations with other tests that are thought to measure differing constructs. Therefore, one

would expect very low correlations or no correlation between the measures.

Campbell and Fiske (1959) combined these two methods into one approach called the

multitrait-multimethod technique. This technique combines convergent and discriminant validity

procedures and applies them in one fell swoop. The procedure is fairly straightforward. Take at

least two differing traits (constructs) and measure them both through at least two differing

methods. The highest squared correlations should be between scores measuring the same traits;

the smallest squared correlations should be between scores involving both different traits and

different methods. While some have voiced objections to this technique as "a rather rote exercise"

(Gray, 1996), it continues to be widely utilized.

Factor analysis is yet another technique for examining construct validity (Thompson &
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Daniel, 1996). For example, historically "construct validity has [even] been spoken of as...

'factorial validity'" (Nunnally, 1978, p. 111). Joy Guilford's article some 50 years ago is

illustrative:

Validity, in my opinion is of two kinds... The factorial validity of a test is

given by its loadings in meaningful, common, reference factors. This is

the kind of validity that is really meant when the question is asked "Does

this test measure what it is supposed to measure?" A more pertinent

question should be "What does this test measure?" The answer then

should be in terms of factors and their loadings... I predict a time when

any test author will be expected to present information regarding the

factor composition of his [sic] tests. (Guilford, 1946, pp. 428, 437-438,

emphasis added)

Similarly, Gorsuch (1983, p. 350) has noted that, "A prime use of factor analysis has been

in the development of both the operational constructs for an area and the operational

representatives for the theoretical constructs." In short, "factor analysis is intimately involved

with questions of validity.... Factor analysis is at the heart of the measurement of psychological

constructs" (Nunnally, 1978, pp. 112-113).

Factor analysis reduces a multitude of variables to a few common factors. Examination of

the factors reveals a pattern (or patterns) of responses. Examining the pattern helps the

researcher to better understand what elements "hang together" and reveals the nature of the

construct (or constructs) at work within the test.

As one gains a better understanding of the construct, one may need to re-evaluate
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previous notions about how the construct operates, and/or the composition of the construct.

Clearly, the construct does not remain untouched by the validity evidence (Cronbach & Meehl,

1955). On the contrary, as more evidence accumulates, the understanding of the construct

changes; views evolve regarding the ways in which the construct operates, under what conditions.

The changing malleable nature of the construct and the interpretations made from test

scores has some authors to carefully consider the consequences of test use (e.g., Cronbach, 1988;

Messick, 1975, 1989a, 1989b). Messick (1989a) in particular is a strong advocate for considering

social consequences of test use, what he calls consequential validity.

Consequential validity refers to actual and potential outcomes of test use (Messick,

1989b). These outcomes may include value judgements, social implications, and political

consequences. Messick (1975) stressed that the appropriateness of test interpretation and use is

an ethical question and as such is laden with value judgements. Shepard (1993) agreed that to

ignore the connections between value judgments and the ultimate interpretations of the test is to

ignore potential sources of invalidity or plausible rival hypotheses which should be investigated.

However, some authors (e.g., Maguire, Hattie, & Haig, 1994; Wiley, 1991) argue that

although social consequences of test use are extremely important, they are an issue to be

examined separately from the construct-centered validation process. These authors argue that

involving social and/or political value analysis within the test validation process would weigh

down the concept of validity beyond its ability to stretch.

Consequential validity is a very controversial concept, not in the sense that one should or

should not be cognizant of the social ramifications of test misinterpretation or misuse, but rather

where and when this attention to social and political ramifications should be addressed. Moss
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(1992) articulated a mediating position. She stated the consequences of test use should be

included in the definition of validity, because the omission of this important reference may lead

some to discount the potential dangers of misuse.

Through the forty years of development, the conceptualization of validity has continued to

evolve. While no clear, singular definition is yet acceptable, there appears to be a consensus

among measurement theorists that the construct is the center of all validity questions. The

process of examining the construct continues to develop, as does the ethical concern for the use

of tests (and the resulting interpretations), largely because in the social sciences a construct is a

difficult thing to define.
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